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Abstract
Local Church youth ministry formations tend to emphasize one of three dominant
characteristics: (1) primarily functional (activities and events oriented); (2) primarily relational
(people and spiritual relationships oriented); or (3) composite – functions are the vehicle to
build and enhance relationships. This paper explains a relational model for local church youth
ministry that is formulated on the author’s “Triangle of Life Relationships” model – an
application of Jesus’ reply to the young lawyer in Luke 10:27. Three areas of relationships are
outlined for local church youth ministry: faith, family, and fellowship. Specific targeted strategies
to implement these relationship pathways in the local church youth are explained. Key points:
(A) God’s relational plans for every individual; (B) The Triangle of Life Relationships; (C)
Relational vs. functional youth ministry; (D) Faith relationships defined; (E) Family relationships
defined; (F) Fellowship relationships defined (G) Implementation steps.

God’s Relational Plans for Every
Individual
Scripture attests from Genesis to
Revelation that God’s primary purpose for
every human is to exist in an eternal
relationship with the Triune Godhead (1
Timothy 2:3,4) This relationship affects
purpose and boundaries for temporal life and
assures of immortality in the world to come
(Ephesians 2:1-8)). This God-human
relationship is necessary because of the sin
problem (Romans 6:23). Eternal death is the

consequence of living apart from a saving
relationship with God. (John 15:6). Ministry
is the process of leading humans into eternal
relationships with God through Jesus
(Ephesians 4:12-16). Saving relationships
are sustained through the accepted actions of
the Holy Spirit into lifestyle (Ezekiel 36:27;
John 16:7-13). Relational local church youth
ministry guides its members into an eternal
relationship with God that is reflected in all life
areas. In this process, the local church youth
ministry partners in relationship building with
the family unit and the local congregational
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unit. The local congregational unit may or
may not include a Christian education
component. A Biblical goal for youth ministry
in this context is to facilitate relational maturity
between an individual and the Godhead. From
that relationship one can expect the
development of spiritual fruit in one’s
experiences with family, others, and self.

The Triangle of Life’s Relationships
Jim Rayburn pioneered relational youth
ministry through Young Life in post World War
II America. “The success of Young Life led the
church to follow this model, which cemented
the supremacy of relational ministry (Wright
and Kinser).” Some refer to “relational” youth
ministry as “transformational” youth ministry.
In the decades since Jim Rayburn,
relational youth ministry has garnered a top
focus for youth ministry know-how. Recent
publications such as Revisiting Relational
Youth Ministry: From a Strategy of Influence to
a Theology of Incarnation (Root, 2007) and
Youth Ministry 3.0: A Manifesto (Oestreicher,
2008) reiterate the primacy of relationships in
youth ministry. Google “relational youth
ministry” and note dozens of posts on this
topic. One post states the kernel of these
discussions: “..working together to navigate
youth ministry well through relationshipswhere every teenager matters…: (Haugh,
2008). Hebenton (2010) presents a theology
of relational youth ministry beginning with the
need for a personal relationship with God that
is taught and modeled through the communal
life of the church’s ministry to youth.
Few would argue against relational youth
ministry. But what measurable components
should be included and what elements
facilitate relationships? To make relational
youth ministry a viable model, it needs end
points. The manners in which these areas of
R
relationships are integrated
and sustained is
illustrated by what I term “The Triangle of Life
Relationships”. When Jesus answered the
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young lawyer’s questions regarding the
certainty of salvation, He instructed him to
grow in relationships with God, with self, and
with others with these words: “So he
answered and said, ‘You shall love the Lord
your God with all your heart, with all your
soul, with all your strength, and with all your
mind, and your neighbor as yourself.” (Luke
10:27).
An equilateral triangle can illustrate the
interdependence of these relational areas .
When one relational area of life is
compromised, the other areas are
compromised as well. It is the harmonious
integration of each relational area that leads
into sanctification. It is sanctification that
prepares one for the second coming of Jesus
and eternal glorification. Through the Christian
home and the community of believers a child
can grow up learning how to experience and
sustain relationships with God, with others,
and with self. If these relationships are not
taught and internalized in either the Christian
home or the community of believers (which
includes Christian education when available),
then the deficits can result in negative
consequences in life choices and future
relationships. Here is the model for the
Triangle of Life Relationships:

The foundation for all relationships is
one’s saving and sanctifying relationship with
God. Relational youth ministry begins when
the Holy Spirit leads a sinner into a saving
relationship with God through Jesus
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(Codrington, 1996). Effective relational youth
ministry leads members into a maturing
experience with the Triune Godhead—first
salvation and then sanctification that results
in spiritual maturity and kingdom growth.
Placing God as the foundation enables
healthy relationships with self and others.
These reciprocate by helping to reinforce the
God relationships. Through experience and
instruction one develops relationships in all
three areas. An over-emphasis on one area to
the neglect of the other has the potential to
result in a “lopsided triangle” approach to life.
Who hasn’t seen or been impacted by
individuals that promote a strong God
consciousness but are weak in filial or
collegial relationships? Youth can see the
disparity quickly and conclude that something
is amiss in what is advocated to them.

Relational vs. Functional Youth
Ministry
As stated earlier, youth ministry models
emphasize either relationships,
functions/activities, or a blend of both. A
relational youth ministry brings individuals
into connection with salvation and leads them
deeper into sanctified living. This can be
messy, irregular, and difficult to measure.
Success comes through experiences that
result in personal and interpersonal growth.
In contrast, a functional youth ministry
stresses activities—events, scheduling,
promoting, etc. Success gets measured in
terms of numbers—more events and higher
attendance.
But a person’s spiritual journey is not as
easily decoded as attendance records or
activity participation. A functional ministry
requires numbers to be deemed “successful”.
Just getting them to show up seems to be the
first push. There might be some validity in
these pursuits. Youth congregate with other
youth and will be more readily participative

with increased doing. The danger in a
functional ministry is in the perception that
numbers represent spiritual achievement and
more is better (Youthworker Coach, 2007).
Relational ministry brings individuals into
connection with salvation and leads them
deeper into sanctified living.
It is no secret that great numbers can
participate and never grow in spiritual
relationships. Whereas a functional ministry is
more dependent on numbers for success, a
relational ministry can be highly successful
with as few as two people—a caring mentor
and a seeking youth. Indeed, one of the
benefits of relational ministry is that the youth
leader does not need to be a charismatic or
glitzy person. A caring mentor of any age can
profoundly impact a youth for Jesus. (Oxner,
2010). For these reasons small
congregations can host a highly successful
ministry that surpasses a larger
congregation’s functional prowess.
An ideal youth ministry is one that utilizes
functions as a means to help leaders and
members grow in their relationships. In order
for this to be recognizable, ministry leadership
must constantly and intentional integrate life’s
three critical relationship areas in each group
member. Any activity can be a conduit for
spiritual awareness and growth. Leadership
intention makes the difference between this
blended ministry and purely functional
ministry. What are the outcome results for this
blended ministry? Ministry bathed in prayer for
spiritual growth in the areas stipulated by
Jesus will combine the best of functional
options as a means for relational
enhancement.

Faith Relationships Defined
Faith is more than cognitive
understanding. Lasting faith must be
experiential. A youth ministry that seeks faith
development illustrates it by modeling faith.
Such modeling begins with transparent
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leadership. Youth ministry leaders must be
growing in faith in order to help youth grow in
faith. Spirituality is caught more than taught.
As youth leaders grow in their faith and seek
teachable moments to transmit their
experience to youth, the youth will more easily
grow in their own relationships with God. To
experience faith through a growing
relationship with God lends credence to any
attempt of leading youth into a God-focus in
their lives. Assumption and integration of a
personal faith provides stability for all areas of
life development. (Ephesians 4:12-5). The
power of a relational youth ministry comes
when a caring adult, rich in faith, powerfully
influences a youth. This enables the young
person to establish a strong foundation for all
of life’s relationships by establishing a
personal walk with God. When relationships
with God are nurtured and cemented into
lifestyle realities, any dissonance in the areas
of self and others can be corrected because of
the God-element in a life.

Family Relationships Defined
The family is God’s first environment for
intentional relationship building. The Christian
home is still the best medium for youth
ministry. Congregational ministry seeks to
support and enhance home ministry. A local
church youth ministry that does not partner
with families of their youth is incomplete
(Williams, 2010). The triune Godhead gets
replicated in parent-child relationships. Youth
will learn most aptly God’s relational designs
for them when they can experience
comparative relationships in a Christian
home. It is within family that self is learned
and nurtured. People learn to love themselves
as a result of their family environments.
Supportive influences from outside one’s
family can support or replace negative filial
relationships so one can still grow into
adulthood with a positive self relationship.
“Family” can be experienced in the church
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family setting. One’s congregation or school
can become the family dynamic that nurtures
a healthy self image. In this sense, youth
ministry is communal ministry, with a
responsibility of all members of the body of
Christ. (Hebenton, 2010). Youth ministry
supports the development of self through
family—either the filial or congregational
relationships. Because one’s self is ultimately
defined through family relationships, family
becomes the most significant relational area
to develop for the “self” side of the triangle.

Fellowship Relationships Defined
Fellowship creates an atmosphere of trust;
a place in which I am not afraid. Fellowship
creates a climate in which failure gets
tenderized as a learning path for growth.
Fellowship forms the “Others” side of the
triangle. Youth ministry facilitates
opportunities for youth to be in fellowship with
other youth. This includes young people they
already know as well as others God brings
into their lives.
Fellowship includes the tri-commands for
all who live in faith with God: witness,
evangelize, disciple (Zanzig. 2010). A
maturing youth ministry leads members
beyond personal horizontals to accountability
for the lateral dimensions in daily contacts.
Fellowship is more than friendship based on
common interests or other factors. Fellowship
is the awareness that those in my circle of
contacts have a common destiny as do I—
eternity. Fellowship opens the door for
courage as one embraces the Gospel
Commission.
Youth ministry outreach in relational terms
is not about projects or activities, but
connecting with others with the prayer that
they will be welcomed into the same sense of
destiny as I. Relational youth ministry helps
its members to become aware of God’s call in
their lives to participate in the Gospel
Commission in whatever lifestyle areas God
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leads them into. When people see others from
the perspective of eternal fellowship together,
others become a more coveted part of daily
relationships.

Implementation Steps
Relational youth ministry can be
implemented through the following steps:
4

1. Leadership awareness of and
accountability to relational youth ministry.
2. Seeking opportunities to enter into
relationships with youth through the
agenda
A of presence, not manipulation.
(Relationships are for being, not a “hook”
for doing.)
3. Develop a potpourri of activities and
events that will strengthen relational
growth in each of the Triangle of Life
Relationships. Most common youth
activities such as creative worship,

outreach, spiritual studies, recreation,
social, prayer ministries, meetings and
events, etc., can be channels for relational
development.
4. Arrange for feedback with youth and
adults: What is happening and why?
What should be changed, corrected,
disbanded, introduced?
5. Keep focused. Utilize ministry to enhance
the God/Faith; Family/Self; and
Others/Fellowship dimensions in life.
A relational model for youth ministry is
simple: Together learn to love God with
everything you’ve got (faith); be positive
about yourself (family); and reach out to
others to build an alliance for eternity
(fellowship). Regardless of the size of your
group, this model for local church youth
ministry works.

Fellowship
From Common
Goals

Developed
in Family

Faith Resulting in
Sanctification
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